How the Physicist Should Define: Asclepius’
Interpretation of Metaphysics E 1. 102623

Martin Achard

In the 6™ century Asclepius' produced the only Greek commentary on
Metaphysics E that has survived from Antiquity” when he wrote down and
edited, maybe with some personal additions, the classes taught by his master
Ammonius in Alexandria.® Even though Asclepius’ commentary exhibits
some scholastic features?, and might be considered less interesting from a
philosophical point of view than that of Syrianus (which covers only books
B, I, M, N),’ it nevertheless, as C. Luna aptly puts it, “gives us an essential
testimony on the growth of Aristotelian philosophy and exegesis” in the Al-
exandrian philosophical milieu.® In the following paper, I would like to show
that this exegesis could sometimes be quite original, by first drawing attention
to a very peculiar interpretation recorded by Asclepius of a seemingly trivial
phrase contained in Mezaphysics E 1, and then discussing the possible textual
basis of such an interpretation, as well as its overall soundness. The phrase
that Asclepius reads in an atypical manner is found in lines 1025*28-1026°5,
where Aristotle tries to explain how natural things should be defined. I shall
first quote the whole passage from the Metaphysics, then the relevant section
from Asclepius’ thedria, and finally his Jexis on 1025°28-10265.7

1. For a summary of what we know about the life of Asclepius, see H.-D. Saffrey, “Asclépius,”
in R. Goulet, ed., Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques I (Paris, 1989), 633-34.

2. We still have all of Asclepius’ commentary, which covers books A to Z.

3. A thorough demonstration of the fact that Asclepius’ work comes “from the voice” (amo
devic) of Ammonius is given by C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens
@ la Métaphysique d’Aristote (Leiden, 2001), 99-103.

4. See C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens,143.

5. See C. Luna, “Les commentaires grecs & la Métaphysique,” in Dictionnaire des philosophes
antiques. Supplément, ed. R. Goulet (Paris, 2003), 255.

6. C. Luna, “Les commentaires grecs,” 255. This is my translation of Luna. Unless otherwise
noted, all translations of secondary literature and Greek texts in this paper are mine.

7. The division of each lesson of a commentary in two parts, a thedria and a lexis, is com-
mon in Alexandrian exegesis (on this method of exposition, see A.Ph. Segonds, Proclus. Sur le
Premier Alcibiade de Platon, vol. I [Paris, 1985], XLIV). The thedria is an explanatory preface:
it “proposes a [general] analysis of a section of Aristotle’s text, by presenting its subjects and its

Dionysius, Vol. XXVII, Dec. 2009, 7-16.
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In Metaphysics E 1, we read:

Now, we must not overlook the mode of being of the essence and of its definition, since
to inquire without doing this is like doing nothing at all. Among things defined, i.e.
among essences, some are like the snub, and some are like the concave. These things
differ because the snub has been grasped with matter (for the snub is a concave nose),
whereas “concavity” has been grasped without sensible matter. If then all natural things
(e.g. nose, eye, face, flesh, bone, and, in general, animal; leaf, root, bark, and, in general,
plant) are spoken about in much the same way as the snub is spoken about (for of none
of these things is the definition without motion; they always have matter), it is clear
how we must seck and define the essence in the case of natural things.®

In his thedria on 1025°28-1026"32, Asclepius proposes the following sum-
mary, which actually contains quite a few explanations, and clearly goes
beyond the letter of Aristotle’s text:

Therefore, the physicist must speak about forms in matter, and he must also tell their
differences. E.g., he must say not only that the shape of the hand is such as this, but he
must also tell about its activity, e.g. that it is capable of grasping and throwing. For if
he were to tell only about the shape, it would be no different than if he was speaking
about the hand of a statue. The same is true for the eye. The physicist must not only
say that it is spherical, but also mention its activity, .g. that it is capable of grasping
the colors. The physicist, then, must mention not only the shapes, but also the parts’
activities, for otherwise nothing would be defined, except equivocally.’

main difficulties, without going into the details of the literal exegesis.” The literal exegesis is given
in the Jexis, “where the section of the text examined in the thedria is divided in parts of various
lengths” (C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens, 104).

8. 81 TO Ti Ay elvat kol Tov ASyov TQ¢ €Tt Uiy AovBotvety, cd¢ Gveu ye TouTou TO {nTElv
UNSEv E0TI TOIETV. E0TI 8 TAV OpILOHEVEV KOl TAW TI EOTI TG HEV GG TO GIUOV & G TO KOIAOV.
Aradépet 8¢ TOUTO OTI TO UEV GLUOV GUVEIANULEVOY ECTI HETA THC UANG (EOTI Y& TO GIUOV KOIAN
pic), 11 88 koIASTNC dveu ANG oioBnTAC. €1 8T TAVTA T GUOIKG OHOIWICIC TE) GIUG AéyovTal, olov
pic opBoAuoc mpoowmov cap 0oTolv, SAwe Ledov, dulhov pila GpAotde, SAwe duTov (oubevoe
Y&p &ueu Kivrjoewe 0 Adyoc aUTAdv, GAN del Exet UAN), SiAov T&de Sl év Tolc duotkoic TO Ti
0Tt {nTelv kot opilecBon (1025°28-1026°5). The text that I am quoting is that of W.D. Ross,
Aristotles Metaphysics, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1924). My translation of these lines of the Mezaphysics
has been aided by prior translations, in particular the perceptive one of Ross himself (in 7he
Complete Works of Aristotle, vol. 2, ed. J. Barnes [Princeton, 1984]). Unfortunately, there is no
translation of Asclepius’ commentary in any modern language. Here and after, phrases of the
translations which are in bold are the ones that are of primary interest to us.

9. 861 olv TOv ducikov SiahéyeaBal Tepl TAV EVUAcV €18V Kol Aéyelv kol Toc Siadopac
aUTAV, olov oU Hovov Sl Aéyelv Tepl TOU OXTHOTOG THG XELPOG OTI ToloVSE, GAAG Kol Trepl The
EVEPYEIOG OUTAC, OOV OTI ECTIV GUTIANTITIKY Ko XTOBANTIKT- €1 Yoip HGVOV Trepl TOU OXHUOTOS
eimot, o8t ETepov AéEet cdc Gv el kol Tepl Xelpoc avdpravToc StahéEeTat. Opolcac 8¢ kai e
SdBarhpol ou pévov Sel Aéyelv 0T1 odatpikoe oTiv, GAAa kol TG EvepyeioG aiTol Sel punuo—
VEUELY, OTI TO GUTIANTITIKOV TV XPWHATWY. cI0TE SE1 TOV GUGIKOV UI| HOVOV TGV GXMUATCOV
pVnpoveUElv, ARG Kol TV EVEPYELCV TAV HOPIGV, ETTEL OUTWG 0USEV EoTat 0pIfOHEVOG, el HITI
ye opcovupoc (361.8-17). The text that [am quoting is that of M. Hayduck, Asclepii in Aristotelis
metaphysicorum libros A~Z commentaria, CAG V1.2 (Berlin, 1888).
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'Then, in his lexis on 10252810265, he writes:

The physicist must know the definition of the thing about which he is speaking, and
he must know its differences (for without these the truth does not prevail), just as the
architect must know the difference of stones and woods, and the doctor must know
the differences of bodies and temperaments, if he intends to be a real doctor. Therefore
Aristotle says that some definitions are like the snub that is in the nose, since never, even
conceptually, they can be separated from their matters; while some definitions are like
the concave, since conceptually they can be separated. This is why Aristotle says that
these things differ from one another, because the snub has been grasped [with matter]
([he says this] instead of [saying] “not even conceptually is it separated from matter”),
for the reason that, in effect, it exists with matter (for the snub is nothing but a concave
nose), whereas “concavity” exists without sensible matter. And Aristotle was right, by
means of this definition, to say “sensible.” Just as the premises are said to be the “matter”
of the syllogism, so too the definition, because it is different from the form, comes to be
the “matter” of “concavity”, and [this definition] is the account, which is why it is not a
sensible thing. But if I say that the plane figure is like this, I give its definition without
using in addition sensation. If then all natural things (e.g. nose, eye, face, flesh, bone,
and the other parts of the living being) are spoken about in much the same way as the
snub is spoken about, since not even conceptually they can be separated from matter,
but are considered in one and the same subject (and the same is true for the leaf, the
bark, the fig, and, in general, the plant)—this is because the definitions of these things
cannot be given without motion, i.e. without “activity,” as we were saying;'® for
it is possible to define artifacts without their activities, since they are motionless,
but it is not possible in the case of natural things—, therefore, we have learned from
these considerations how we must define natural things. With their shapes, we must
mention their activities.!!

10. In the thedria.

11. A€1 8¢ TOV GuotKkov el18Evat TOV OPIGHOV TOU TPAYUATOC, TTEPL OU TTOIEI Tl TOV ASYOV, Kal
Toc Stadopac ouTol (Gveu yap TouTwv TO aAnBec ol kaTopBol), cdoTep kol Tov oikoSSpov el
e18évat TNy Stadopav TV Aibeov ko TGV EVAwY, Kail TOV 1oTPOV TAE S10popac TAV CLUATWY
Kol TGV KpAoewv, €1 HEANOL TG QVUTI 1o TpoG Elva. ¢nalv olv 0TI Of HEV TAV OPICHAV 0UTWE
UTIBXOUGIY G TO GIHOV TO v Tvi, undtE T émvoia Suvduevol ToTe Xwpileobot The UANG, ot 8¢
@G TO KoTAov, Suvdpevol kot Emivotav xwpiabival. 810 ¢notv 6Tt Stadepoustv aARAwY TouTo,
GTI TO HEV GIHOV GUVEIATIUMEVOY EGTIV, GVTI TOU OUSE KT ETrivolow wpileTat ThHe UANG, &Te &1
PETO TRHC UANG UTdpXov (OTI yop TO GIHOV 0USEV ETepov 1) kotAn Pic), 1) 8¢ kotAdTNnG dveu RANG
aloBnThc UTopxXel. KaAdG 8¢ gime TO oiobnThc Sl TOV 6pIoUSY, CoTEP ol TPOTACEIC Elvail
UAN AéyovTot ToU oUANOYIOHOU- OUTC € Kol O OPIOHOC ETEPOV OV ToU £id0uc UAN yiveTan TG
KoIASTnTOC. 0UTOC 88 O AdYOoc, 810 Uk aiofnTOV TPay o UTIAPXE!- EGV 88 i e oxHuo mimeSov
ToI108e UTTap)OV, ASYoV E1TTOV UT) TPOCXPNOGHEVOS aiobroEl. €l TOlVUY TAVTA TG GUOIKA TP
YHATE OpOIWC TG G1HG AéyeTal, olov pic, odpBalude, mpdowmov, aapE, 00Tolv, kal To GAAa
ToU {epou pdpiar oliTe KaT Emivola Suvapeva xcoptoBrvar AN & Evi kol TG GUTEY UTTOKEIHEVE)
Becopoupevar, opoiwe 8t kai el pUANou kot dAotol kol ouERe kel ATTAGG GuTOU O Yap OPICHOG
aUTAV ov SuvaTon &ToSoBRVaL GUey KIVTOEWG, TOUTEGTIV EVEPYEIOG, (G EAEYOHEV. TG HEV Yap
TexvnTa SuvarTov opicacBol GVeu THe aUTAY Evepyeiac: AKIVNTA Yop UTGPXOUC!: T MEVTOL YE
$ucika ol SuvaToy, coTe EvTeuBev pepadrikopey TAC Sel opilecbal T Puoika TpayHaTa, OTI
UETG TOU OXMUOTOC, UVTIHOVEVELV 88 Kol THG Evepyeiac auTdv (361.40-362.24).
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The phrase that Asclepius reads in an unusual way is oUBevoc yop cveu
KIWNoews 6 Aoyos autadv, OGAN ael exel VANV (10262-3). The use of the
word kivnais by Aristotle in this phrase is explained in the same manner
by all modern commentators. As W.D. Ross puts it: “UAn = potentiality of
change, so that ‘changeable’ is used as synonymous with ‘material’ or ‘sen-
sible’ (A. 98931 £, Z. 1036°28 £.).”1> But Asclepius gives another meaning
to this word, that differs from a mere “potentiality of change.” As he writes
in his Jexis: “it is not possible to give the definitions of these things [natural
things] without motion, i.e. without ‘activity’ (¢vépyeia).” This idea that the
definitions of natural things must include their activities was obviously of
central importance to Asclepius, since in his #hedria, he tries to illustrate it by
putting forward two examples that are not in Aristotle’s text. The physicist,
he explains, must say that the hand “is capable of grasping and throwing,”
and he must specify that the eye “is capable of grasping the colors.” He also
makes a point of drawing a conclusion from the idea, when, after giving the
two examples, he writes that, if the physicist does not mention the activi-
ties, “nothing would be defined, except equivocally.”*® It should finally be
observed that the idea seems to have had an effect on Asclepius’ choice of
words. Even though he could appear at first glance to simply read in Aristotles
text the usual distinction between matter and form, it is striking that, in the
lines (both of the thedria and the lexis) where he does not just paraphrase
Aristotle’s text, but instead tries to establish his own point, he never uses the
word UNn (matter), but always the word évépyeia (activity). And it is also
striking that, in these lines, he never uses the word £180¢ (“form”), but always
the word oxnua (“shape”), which he does seem to use in its root meaning of
“appearance” or “external shape,” as is shown by the fact that, in the thedria,
he plainly identifies the schéma of the eye with “sphericity,” or by the fact
that, according to him, the schéma of a living hand is exactly the same as the
one of a statue, although it goes without saying that their internal constitu-
tions differ radically.

This whole interpretation on Asclepius’ part is very far-fetched, since there
is absolutely nothing in lines 1025°28-10265 of the Metaphysics to suggest
that one of Aristotle’s concerns is to stress that the definitions of natural
things, as opposed to the definitions of artifacts, should include their activi-
ties. In these lines, Aristotle does not mention the activity of “the snub,” and
he thinks that, to illustrate his point, it is sufficient to say that the snub must
be “grasped with matter,” which simply means that it must be grasped with

12. W.D. Ross, Aristotles Metaphysics, vol. 1, 354. See Physics, 11 2. 193°31-19412.

13. In other words, if the physicist was to try to define the living hand without saying that
“it is capable of grasping and throwing,” it would be like “he was speaking about the hand of a

statue,” i.e., he would be proposing a definition that could apply to two very different things,
that do not belong in the same genus: a living hand and an artificial hand.
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“the nose.”™ In fact, his goal is not to distinguish between #a phusika and ta
technéta, or between physics and art (or some kind of knowledge about the
art), but to explain the difference between the ways we ought to define in
two different theoretical sciences, physics and mathematics.

So where does this interpretation come from? We know nothing about
the content of Alexander’s commentary on Metaphysics E, since no explicit
quotation from it has come down to us." But, even though Asclepius probably
had at his disposal all of Alexander’s work, it does not seem that, in his own
commentary on book E, he is closely following his illustrious predecessor,
since in his explanations on this book “we find none of the characteristics
proper to Alexander’s language and style.”'® In any case, Asclepius’ interpreta-
tion on 1025°28—1026%5 seems far too unorthodox to come from Alexander,
and it is hard to see how it could come from Syrianus, who in all likelihood
wrote only on books B, ', M and N."7 It is therefore safe to assume that the
interpretation comes from Asclepius, i.e., from himself or from his master
Ammonius, who must have developed it by comparing 1025*28-1026%5
with other passages from Aristotle which deal with similar topics, since this
was the ancient commentators’ favorite exegetical method, especially when
they wanted to shed light on the most difficult points.'® I think that we may
get an indication as to one of these passages by reading the lines just before
1025°28-1026%. In 10251824, Aristotle writes:

Since natural science, like other sciences, is in fact about one class of being, i.e. about
that sort of substance which has the principle of its motion and rest present in itself,
evidently it is neither practical nor productive. For in the case of things made the
principle is in the maker—it is either reason or art or some faculty, while in the case of
things done it is in the doer—viz. will, for that which is done and that which is willed
are the same."

14. Itis of course true that the nose is able to breathe, and so that “the snub is able to breath,”
but this feature would be out of place in the definition of the snub, since it does not belong to
the snub gua snub, but qua nose.

15. P Moraux, Der Aristotelismus bei den Griechen: von Andronikos bis Alexander von Aph-
rodisias, vol. 111 (Berlin/New York, 2001), 491.

16. C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens, 108 n. 35.

17. C. Luna, “Les commentaires grecs,” 252.

18. It is well-known, for instance, that Alexander “wanted to explain Aristotle’s [Mezaphysics]
sentence by sentence with the help of parallel passages from Aristotle himself” (C. Luna, “Les
commentaires grecs,” 251). There is a telling remark in Themistius' De Anima paraphrasis: “If the
Philosopher’s texts are repeatedly rubbed like tinder, his thought might flash forth” (105.17-18;
I am quoting R.B. Todd’s translation [ Zhemistius. On Aristotles On the Soul (Ithaca, 1996)]). In
my “La paraphrase de Thémistius sur les lignes 71 a 1-11 des Seconds Analytiques,” Dionysius 23
(2005): 10516, I have tried to show that this method was used in an implicit way by Themistius
in at least one part of his Posterior Analytics paraphrasis.

19. gmel 8¢ kail 1) GUCIKT) EMOTHUN TUYXOVEL OUOO TEPL YEVOC T1 TOU QVTOG (Trepl yap Tny
TolaU TNV EGTIV 0UGIaY €V ) T) APXT) THE KIVACEC KO OTACEWC &V aUTH), SHAOV OTI OUTE TPAKTIKT
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These lines, where there is a concern with bringing out the difference between
natural science and art, recall the beginning of the second book of the Phys-
ics, where Aristotle gives his famous definition of natural things. Each of the
things “constituted by nature,” he says, “has in itself a principle (&pxn;) of
motion (kivnoic) and rest, whether in respect of place, of growth and decay,
or by way of alteration (aAMoiwoic).”? Then he goes on to add: “On the
other hand, a bed or a coat, or anything else of that sort, gua receiving these
designations, and in so far as they are the products of art, have no innate
tendency to change.””' In this passage, Aristotle clearly explains the differ-
ence between natural things and artifacts in terms of an inner and essential
capacity to move locally, quantitatively or qualitatively, a capacity that can
probably be understood as including every capacity to act, since, as is ex-
plained in the De Anima, even the living things’ capacity of going from first
to second actuality” might be conceived as a kind of alteration.” Be that as
it may, these lines of the Physics show that, from an Aristotelian point of view,
there is an especially valid point in Asclepius’ explanations of Metaphysics
1025°28-1026°5. Indeed, since Aristotle does say there that “we must not
overlook the mode of being of the essence and of its definition,” and since,
according to the Physics, the most essential characteristic of natural things,
qua natural things, is the fact that they have an inner capacity to move, it
makes perfect sense to think that, when we are trying to define a natural
thing, we must specify its proper capacity to move or act. Moreover, since
Aristotle’s example of the snub as “concave nose,” or “concavity in the nose,”
does not really bring this out, we can understand why Asclepius wanted to
supply other examples where the inner capacity to act is underscored, such
as “the eye is capable of grasping the colors.”

Of course, this example of the eye as the organ “capable of grasping the
colors” reminds us of De Anima 11 7, and so points out to another text that
Asclepius was probably led to compare to E 1: the well-known passage of
De Anima 1 1,% where Aristotle is at pains to explain the differences between

£0TIV OUTE TTOINTIKY (TCV UEV YAP TOIMTAV EV TE) TOIOUVTL 1) &pXT, Tj VOUC 1 TEXVN 1 SUvapEC
TIG, TV 88 TPOKTAV €V TG TPATTOVTI, T} TPOOPESIC- TO AUTO Y&P TO TTPOKTOV Kol TTPOGIPETOV).
This is Ross’ translation that I have very slightly modified.

20.1I 1. 192°13-15.

21.192°16-19. They only have one by accident, i.e. in so far as they are made out of a natural
substance like stone or earth (see 192°19-23).

22. In the case of the living eye, to use Asclepius’ own example, the sheer capacity to perceive
the colors would correspond to the first actuality, while the actual act of seeing the colors would
correspond to the second one.

23. See chapter II 5, which explains that the realization of this capacity is an alteration in
a derived (and slightly improper) sense.

24. There is no need to remind the reader that the Physics and the De Anima were two of
the most read of Aristotle’s treatises by the Neoplatonists.
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the ways the physicist and the dialectician propose definitions of the same
objects. In this chapter, Aristotle offers two examples: that of anger and—even
though, surprisingly, it is an artifact—that of the house. In both cases, he
says, the physicist is “he who in his definition takes account of both [matter
and form],”” i.e., he who takes account, in the case of anger, of the facts that
it is a “desire for retaliation or the like”?® and a “ferment ({¢o1c) of the blood
or heat which is about the heart,”?” and he who takes account, in the case of
the house, of the facts that it is a “shelter to protect us from harm by wind or
rain or scorching heat,”” a shelter made out of “stones, bricks and timber.”
It is a detail that generally goes unnoticed in De Anima commentaries, but
it is true that, on a general level, the material aspects given here for anger
(which is of course a phusikon) and for the house (which is a technéton) differ
in that the material aspect of anger does involve some sort of motion (the
“ferment” or “boiling”), whereas the material aspect of the house does not
include any. Furthermore, this necessity of speaking about the “motion” in
the case of anger may seem to be confirmed by the more schematic defini-
tion of the phenomenon given a few lines before in the treatise, where it is
explained that “passions” are “forms in matter,” and hence must be defined
like anger, i.e., as “a certain motion (kivnolc Tic) in a body of a given kind,
or some part or faculty of it, produced by such and such a cause and for such
and such an end.” It is quite obvious that Aristotle is trying here to make
mention of the four causes (formal, material, efficient and final), but it is
harder to understand the details of this outline of definition. It is certainly
clear that “produced by such and such a cause” refers to the efficient cause,
and “for such and such an end” to the final one, but the first part of the
phrase is not as easy to interpret. For instance, in a footnote to his French
translation of the De Anima, R. Bodéiis first identifies the formal cause with
“a certain motion,” and the material one with “in a body,” but then, just a
few lines later, he appears to go back on these identifications, when he writes
that according to the materialistic view (which cares only about matter),

»31

a passion is a “motion in a body,”*' thus now treating “motion” as part of

the material cause. We do not have to assume that Bodéiis is contradicting
himself, though, because it may be that he, without saying it, thinks—as
Hicks did—that kinésis is used by Aristotle to refer to both the formal and

25. 403°8-9. For the De Anima, 1 have used Hicks classic translation (Aristotle De Anima
[Cambridge, 19071]).

26. 403°30-31. It is the formal aspect.

27.403°31-32. It is the material aspect.

28. 403*4-5. It is the formal aspect.

29. 403*5-6. It is the material aspect.

30. 40326-27. Hicks slightly modified. The italics are mine.

31. R. Bodéiis, Aristote. De [4me (Paris, 1993), 85 n. 1.
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material causes.* In any case, it was certainly possible, when reading lines
40323-9, to see the kinésis as part of the material cause, especially since,
in the more elaborated version of the definition given a few lines later, the
material cause of anger is spelled out as a “ferment ({éoic) of the blood or
heat which is about the heart.” In this more precise version, as Hicks has
observed, the “ferment” is an alloidsis or “qualitative change,” and so falls
“under the kivnoic of 403%26.”%

Asclepius’ interpretation probably bears testimony of an attempt to read
Aristotle seriously, but it seems impossible to escape the conclusion that, in
one very basic respect at least, it rests on a deep misconception, for, in it,
Asclepius appears to be equating “matter” with “activity.” This can be inferred
from two facts.

(1) Asclepius, as we have seen, equates “motion” with “activity.” But he
could certainly not have failed to notice that, in lines 10262-3, Aristotle
is clearly equating “motion” and “matter.” Therefore, Asclepius is bound to
accept that “matter” is “activity.”

(2) As anyone can see, Aristotle’s whole point in lines 1025°28-1026%5
of the Metaphysics is that one who defines natural things must mention their
forms with their matters. This conclusion is said to be “clear” in the last sen-
tence of 1025°28-102645, of which Asclepius gives the following paraphrase:
“therefore, we have learned from these considerations how we must define
natural things. With their shapes, we must mention their activities.” It is hard
to figure how this paraphrase could not rest on the assumption that “shape”
is synonymous with “form” and “activity” is synonymous with “matter.”

But, in the case of natural things, the inner and essential capacity to move
or to act is not, according to Aristotle, related to the material cause, but rather
to the formal one.* This is clearly shown in the passage that Asclepius seems
to have in mind when, in his #hedria, he claims that, if the physicist does not
mention “the parts’ activities,” “nothing would be defined, except equivo-
cally (opeowipeoc).” Indeed, in De Anima 11 1, Aristotle writes: “If the eye
were an animal, eyesight (6y1¢) would be its soul, this being the substance
as notion or form of the eye. The eye is the matter of eyesight, and in default
of eyesight it is no longer an eye, except equivocally (opcovipcc), like an
eye in stone or in a picture.””® What Aristotle is in fact saying here is that

32. As Hicks writes: “This word [kinésis] covers at once physical movement and psychical
change. And thus the definition which it introduces includes in brief both types of definition,
the physicist’s and the dialecticians’s” (Aristotle De Anima, 199)

33. Aristotle De Anima, 201.

34. It is part of the material cause in the case of artifacts, but it is for this very reason that
the latter have the capacity only “by accident.”

35.412°18-22.
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“eyesight” (opsis), “the capacity to see, i.e. to receive the colors,” is the very
form of the eye, which stands in contrast with matter, i.e., “the eye” under-
stood in the narrower sense of “the pupil” (1 kopn).” “Form” is not strictly
or mainly, for Aristotle, “the external shape”’—as Asclepius seems to think
in his commentary, where, as we have seen, he only uses the word schéma,
and never ¢idos, and proposes “sphericity” as the form of the eye—, it is,
first and foremost, the inner principle that makes a thing what it is, and, in
the case of a natural thing, makes it move or act as it does. If the living eye
and the dead eye are homonyms, that is because, although they might have
the same matter, the first has a capacity to act that the other has lost. This is
what Asclepius failed to grasp. But, as the same example of the form of the
eye as the “capacity to see” shows, it was legitimate to want to emphasize
the importance of specifying the function or activity in natural science, a
fact that the example of the snub, given in Metaphysics E 1, perhaps does
not sufficiently illustrate.?®

306. That opsis is to be equated here with the capacity is proven by the fact that the soul, with
which it is compared, is form in the sense of “first actuality” (412"5), and by the fact that, in
4131, Aristotle writes accordingly that “soul is actuality in the same sense as eyesight and the
capacity (Svapic)of the instrument.”

37. See 4132-3.

38. I would like to thank Richard Sorabji for reading an earlier draft of this paper and

providing many helpful suggestions. Any remaining mistakes are mine alone.






